HONORE    DE    BALZAC
CHAPTER I
Balzac's claims to greatness—The difficulty in attempting a complete Life—His complex character—The intention of this hook.
AT a time when the so-called Realistic School is in the ascendant among novelists, it seems strange that little authentic information should have been published in the English language about the great French writer, Honor^ de Balzac. Almost alone among his contemporaries, he dared to claim the interest of the world for ordinary men and women solely on the ground of a common humanity. Thus he was the first to embody in literature the principle of Burns that " a man's a man for a' that" ; and though this fact has now become a truism, it was a discovery, and an important discovery, when Balzac wrote. He showed that, because we are ourselves ordinary men and women, it is really human interest, and not sensational circumstance which appeals to us, and that material for enthralling drama can be found in the life of the most commonplace person—of a middle-aged shopkeeper threatened with bankruptcy, or of an elderly musician with a weakness for good
1 the Vicomte to be the only portrait he knows which is a likeness with no attempt at arrangement or interpretation. Supposed to have been given only to Balzac's sister and to a few friends.him to Passy—Comtesse Anna engaged to Comte Georges Mniszech—Balzac takes Madame Hanska and her daughter to Brussels—He meets Madame Hanska at Baden-Baden—Leaves Paris again, meets Wierzchownia party at Naples—Buys bric-a-brac for future home—Work neglected—Dispute with. Emile de Girardin—Balzac's un-happiness and suspense—He goes to Rome—Comes back better in health and spirits—et La Cousine Bette " and " Le Cousin Pons"—Balzac goes to Wiesbaden—Marriage of Comtesse Anna and Comte Georges Mniszech—Balzac and Madame Hanska secretly engaged—Parisian gossip . . 273
